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Foreword
On a blustery March day in 1832, along the banks of the Sangamon 

River, a lanky twenty-three-year-old politician put forth his hopes and 

ambitions for himself and the frontier town as he tacked up broadside after 

broadside announcing his candidacy for offi  ce. Th e young Abraham Lincoln 

addressed the question of education in his announcement arguing it “the 

most important subject which we as a people can be engaged in.” One 

hundred and seventy-four years later, as we approach the bicentennial of the 

birth of the greatest leader developed by democracy, savvy New York City 

history teacher Joan Brodsky Schur would well agree with Mr. Lincoln.

 In Eyewitness to the Past Schur examines and explains six multifaceted 

eyewitness strategies in her approach to teaching United States history. 

Th rough her methods, she shows students that learning can be fun and 

lead you to places you may never have imagined. Schur presents in six 

easy-to-read and singularly diff erent chapters a way to not only instill 

historical and critical thinking skills in students, but also life skills. Th ey are 

all here—reading, writing, team building, empathy construction, and plain 

old-fashioned good civic behavior. Her approaches are clever, well balanced, 

and refl ect a sense of time-honored instructional strategies while at the 

same time immersing students in history.  Good history teachers know that 

diaries from the past provide a unique window to distant times. In Chapter 

1, not only do her students read historical diaries, they take on a historical 

persona, which permits them to see, feel, and touch the past in an appreciable 

way, grasping the importance of historical empathy.  Chapter 2 cleverly 

weaves the use of historical travel narratives into the teacher’s tool kit. I 

particularly liked Schur’s detective-like sleuthing at fl ea markets to fi nd old 

postcards to help her students visualize both time and place.  In Chapter 3 

students explore how people communicated to each other in a world before 

blogs, instant messaging, and email; they wrote letters the old-fashioned 

way and so, too, do Schur’s students. If you want to know how to pull off  

the ultimate group newspaper project, then Chapter 4 tells you how it can 

be done. Is persuasive writing part of your action plan for students? Chapter 
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5 provides tips not only for how to write a persuasive political speech, but 

how to get elected in the tumultuous process, while reliving the days of 

Andrew Jackson, Daniel Webster, and Henry Clay among others—with 

all the machinations and raucousness of early American politics, including 

banners, buntings, slogans, and songs. In Chapter 6 students study and 

create their own scrapbook across time, learning that this kind of personal 

archive project tells us not only about the person’s life, but also about the 

time period in which he or she lived. In each of the strategies presented, 

Schur shows “teachers how they can make the study of history exciting by 

placing students in the shoes of ordinary people who, like we do now, lived 

in a state of suspense through tense times.”

 Th e activities and strategies presented here do not exist in a vacuum 

separated from the history we are making. Schur helps students to see 

connections between the past and present, be it with political, military, or 

social history providing not only a sense of immediacy but relevancy as 

well.

 In today’s climate of high stakes testing and state-mandated standards, 

Schur provides a much-needed breath of fresh air. She is not faint of heart 

and is a teacher’s teacher. She knows that believing in her students is the 

ultimate key to her success. Experienced teachers understand the power in 

believing in our students, and those new to the profession can glean much 

from her sage advice. A life-long learner herself, Schur knows the wisdom 

and value of learning from her students.

 In Eyewitness to the Past you will fi nd not only an array of productive, 

useful, and teacher-friendly strategies, but you will fi nd as well solid 

suggestions as to how to assess and evaluate student work, complete with 

matching rubrics to help you help your history students become successful 

learners. If you are looking for alternate strategies to move you beyond the 

textbook, then you will fi nd comfort and practicality in Schur’s examples. 

Additionally, Schur’s book is loaded with tips on how to use such Internet 

resources as ProQuest as both a research tool for investigating historical 

newspaper accounts and as a model for historical writing activities.

 Tapping into best practices and history’s habits of the mind helps her 

students to recognize that in history there is no such thing as monocausality—

a singular and simplistic reason for events to unfold the way they did. Her 
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lessons provide students a way to understand and appreciate the complexity 

of history. In Schur’s history laboratory, students look at all sides of an issue, 

weigh and evaluate evidence, and then off er hypotheses while being creative 

in the process. Like practicing historians, Schur’s students conclude that 

there is no such thing as a defi nitive answer, but rather, an interpretation, 

which is an important acquired skill so necessary in a free, ever-evolving 

democratic society. Historians at their best are critical thinkers weighing 

and evaluating evidence that they uncover, making decisions based on the 

skills of their craft. In a complex society, it is vital that our young people 

recognize the power of such skills as they construct a history for their 

generation based on the groundwork laid by generations who have trod 

before them.

  In an 1852 speech, Abraham Lincoln argued, “History is philosophy 

teaching by example.” In Eyewitness to the Past you will clearly see how the 

ideas purported by Lincoln in the middle of the nineteenth century retain 

their dynamism and relevancy at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century 

in the hands of Joan Brodsky Schur.

        James A. Percoco
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